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APPARATUS AND METHOD FOR PROVIDING EMPLOYEE 
BENEFITS AND/OR EMPLOYEE BENEFITS INFORMATION 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention is directed to an apparatus and 
a method for providing employee benefits and/or employee 
benefits information and, in particular, to an apparatus 
and a method for providing employee benefits and/or 
employee benefits information in a network environment. 


RELATED APPLICATIONS 


Applicant hereby claims the priority of U.S. 
Provisional Patent Application Serial No. 60/099,653, filed 
September 9, 1998, entitled Apparatus and Method For 
Providing Employee Benefits And/Or Employee Benefits 
Information. Applicant also hereby claims the priority of 
U.S. Provisional Patent Application Serial No. 60/100,651 
filed September 16, 1998, entitled Apparatus and Method For 
Providing Employee Benefits And/Or Employee Benefits 
Information. 


BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
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Many employers provide employee benefits, in the 
form of various benefits, plans and programs (hereinafter 
referred to as "benefits") , to their employees as part of 
their total compensation packages. These benefits may 
include employer provided personnel benefits, health 
insurance benefits, disability insurance benefits, life 
insurance benefits, pension benefits, retirement benefits, 
stock option programs, profit sharing programs, employee 
savings accounts and plans, employee credit union accounts 
and services, employee discount programs, and other 
valuable benefits and programs. The list can go on to 
include other employer- specif ic or industry- specif ic 
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Oftentimes, the benefits which are provided to 
employees are so numerous and complex in understanding how 
to take advantage of them, that the employee may not be 
aware of them or know how to take advantage of them. In 
other instances, the providers of the benefits may be 
difficult to deal with or may not be easily accessible to 
the employee. In these instances, the employee will have 
to expend efforts and time, sometimes amounting to great 
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efforts and a great deal of time, in order to obtain a 
benefit or information about a benefit. 

Frustration may result when benefits may be too 
difficult or complicated to obtain or to gain access to, 
especially when benefits are not easily understood or when 
benefits providers are difficult to deal with or to 
communicate with. Given the fact that most employees seek 
benefits during the workday, company or employer time and 
resources are expended by the employee in attending to 
benefits matters, usually at the employer's expense. 

The offering and the administration of employee 
benefits typically requires that a vast amount of diverse 
and complex information be managed, administered, and be 
constantly monitored by administrators. Employees must 
also be assisted in their efforts to claim or gain access 
to their benefits and/or to information related thereto. 

The administration of employee benefits and benefits 
plans and programs also requires that competent 
administrators be employed by the employer in order to 
administer and oversee these programs. These 
administrators typically provide administrative and 


managerial services and often must interact with the 
various benefits providers in order to ensure that the 
providers comply with their obligations under the plans or 
programs. Administrators must also keep the employees 
appraised of changes to, and/or the status of, these 
benefits . 

The administrators must also deal with instances 
when employees have difficulty in obtaining benefits and/or 

□ benefit information. Administrators must also deal with 
W other benefits-related issues as they arise. 

Li 
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As can be easily seen, great amounts of time, money 
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and resources are expended in offering and administering an 

□ employee benefits plan or program. Even greater amounts 

yrj are expended when benefits and/or benefits information are 
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not readily available to, or accessible by, the employee. 

Even when administrators do their jobs well, the 
typically large ratios of employees to administrators can 
oftentimes hinder the ability of employees to receive all 
of the information and/or assistance they might need in 
order to obtain benefits, obtain benefits information, or 
to resolve difficulties in dealing with benefits providers. 
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Employees who may have to expend unnecessary amounts of 
time and energy, during the working day and/or while on 
company time, in seeking benefits and/or benefits 
information which should otherwise be easily and readily 
available to them. 

The above described characteristics of typical 
employee benefits plans and programs can result in great 
costs to employers in the form of monetary costs, company 
resources being inefficiently utilized and in less than 
optimal output from employees. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention provides an apparatus and a 
method for providing employee benefits and/or employee 
benefits information to employees and administrators which 
overcomes the shortcomings of the prior art. The apparatus 
and method of the present invention provides employees and 
administrators of benefit plans or programs with access to 
employee benefits or benefits information in a network 
environment. The present invention provides benefits or 
benefits information in an easy and efficient manner, 
thereby minimizing the time, expense, and effort required 


in obtaining employee benefits and/or employee benefits 
information. 

The present invention also provides an apparatus and 
a method for allowing an employee or benefits administrator 
to communicate with, and transact benefits-related business 
with, the respective employer and/or with any of the 
various benefits providers. 

The present invention provides an apparatus and a 
method for providing employee benefits and/or employee 
benefits information by providing access to a centralized 
processing computer system which is linked with computer 
systems for, or associated with, each of the benefits 
providers. The employee or benefits administrator can 
access the centralized processing computer system with a 
communication device such as a personal computer, a 
computer stationed at a kiosk at the employer f s location 
and/or at any other public, semi -public, or private 
location and/or any other suitable communication device. 

The employee or administrator may obtain benefit 
information from the centralized processing computer system 
as well as obtain information from, or communicate and/or 


transact benefits-related business with, any of the 
providers which are associated with the employee benefits 
plan or program via the centralized processing computer 
system. 

The employee benefits and/or employee benefit plans 
or programs can include employee personnel information 
including wage, salary and payroll information and status, 
vacation time, sick time and personal time information and 
status, tuition reimbursement and/or continuing education 
programs, health insurance plans or programs, life 
insurance plans or programs, disability insurance plans or 
programs, employee savings plans and programs, employee 
retirement plans and programs, employee pension benefits or 
programs and status of same, employee credit union 
accounts, plans or programs, employee savings and employee 
loan plans or programs, and various employee discount plans 
and programs. The central processing computer system can 
contain, or provide links to, any other employee benefits 
and/or information related thereto. 
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databases at each to the respective ben^^Ts providers 
^computers. The inf ormati^ benefit provider can 

be updated in resume via dynamically linked database 
technd^iiegand/or by utilizing other database management 

Thn ripp^ratiifl in cludes a centr al processjjig--Geff^CS : S 
system or server computer for receiving and stp^fng the 
pertinent information and/or inf ormajti^n which provides a 
link or links to benefits i^cJrmation for the various of 
benefits providers anjKsources. The apparatus also 
includes an empLe^er computer which is linked with the 
central professing computer system and which provides all 
perti^nt employee and employer information, as well as 
ei^Toyer provided benefits and programs. 

The employer information can also include 
information regarding the various benefits providers, such 
as, for example, health insurance benefits and providers, 
disability insurance benefits and providers, life insurance 
benefits and providers, credit union benefits and 
providers, pension fund benefits and providers, retirement 
benefits and providers, various employee discount and 
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buying service benefits and providers, as well as any other 
benefits and/or benefits programs which are, or which may 
be, provided under, or in connection with, the employment 
relationship. 

The apparatus also includes a health insurance 
computer system, associated with each health insurance 
provider, which is also linked to the central processing 
computer system. Each of the various health insurance 
providers can have a computer associated therewith for 
providing information, related to their respective benefits 
or plans, to the central processing computer system. 

The apparatus also includes a disability insurance 
computer system associated with each disability insurance 
provider, which is also linked with the central processing 
computer system. Each of the various health insurance 
providers can have a computer associated therewith for 
providing information, related to their respective benefits 
or plans, to the central processing computer system. 

The apparatus also includes a life insurance 
computer system, associated with each life insurance 
provider, which is also linked to the central processing 


computer system. Each of the various life insurance 
providers can have a computer associated therewith for 
providing information, related to their respective benefits 
or plans, to the central processing computer system. 

The apparatus also includes a credit union or 
banking services computer system, associated with each 
credit union or banking services provider, which is also 
linked to the central processing computer system. The 
credit union or banking services computer system (s) can 
provide information concerning the employee's savings 
accounts, loan information, mortgage information, as well 
as information concerning other benefits which are 
available to the employee, such as savings interest rates, 
loan and mortgage rates which are available to the employee 
as well as any other financial information concerning the 
employee's benefits which are, or which may be, offered by 
credit union or bank(s) associated with the employee 
benefits plan or program. 

The apparatus also includes a pension benefits 
computer system, associated with each pension benefits 
provider, which is also linked to the central processing 
computer system and which provides pension benefits 
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information regarding employee pension accounts to the 
central processing computer system. 

The apparatus also includes a financial/retirement 
benefits computer system, associated with each 
financial/retirement benefits provider, which is also 
linked to the central processing computer system for 
providing information regarding employee retirement 
accounts and/or retirement account benefits and/or 
information to the central processing computer system. 

The apparatus also includes an employee discount or 
buying service computer system, associated with each 
employee discount and/or buying service provider, which is 
also linked to the central processing computer system. The 
employee discount or buying service computer system 
provides benefits information regarding employee discount 
and/or buying service benefits and/or information to the 
central processing computer system. An employee discount 
computer system may be associated with each of the 
providers of employee discounts and/or buying services 
which are provided under the employee benefits plan or 
program . 
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The apparatus also includes a communication 
device such as a personal computer, a desktop computer 
system, or any other suitable computer system or 
communication device which is, or which can be, linked to 
the central processing computer system. The communication 
device can be utilized by the employee or administrator in 
order to access the central processing computer system in 
order to obtain benefits, obtain benefits information, 
correspond or communicate with, and transact benefits - 
related business with, the employer, insurance providers, 
financial institutions, discount providers and/or any other 
benefits providers described herein. The communication 
device can access and interact with the central processing 
computer system along the computer systems of any of the 
benefits providers described herein. 

The apparatus and method of the present invention 
can be utilized on, or over, any communication network as 
well as on, or over the Internet, the World Wide Web, 
internets, intranets, local area networks (LANs), wide area 
networks (WANs) , as well as any other communication system 
or network. 
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Any and all communications and data and/or 
information transfer which can be performed in conjunction 
with the use of the apparatus and methods of the present 
invention can be encrypted, so as to provide a secure 
communications environment, by utilizing any of the known 
encryption and/or other security methods and/or techniques. 

The present invention provides an apparatus and a 
method for allowing the employee or administrator to access 
or obtain benefits and/or benefits information, from any 
location and at any time of day or night. 

The employee or administrator can correspond with his 
or her employer and with any of the various benefits 
providers described herein via the apparatus such as by 
electronic mail correspondence, facsimile correspondence, 
electronic form submission or transmission, and/or by any 
other suitable electronic communication method or technique. 

The present invention can be utilized in order to 
allow employees to purchase enhanced or upgraded benefits, 
downgrade benefits, and/or exchange benefits for other 
benefits, so as to allow the employee to custom tailor 
benefits packages so as to fit their needs. 
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The present invention also allows employees to 
correspond directly with the respective benefits providers in 
order to effect benefits changes as desired. This ability to 
allow the employees to access their providers directly, with 
such access being provided to large numbers of individual 
employees, provide for more personalized relationships 
between individual employees and their benefits providers, as 
well as provide for employee/benefits provider relationships 
which may be maintained in the future. 

The present invention can provide notification of an 
employee's action to upgrade or change any of the benefits 
described herein so as to keep the employer informed about 
the status of benefits for each of its employees. Each of 
the benefits providers which are serviced by the apparatus of 
the present invention can also be provided with lists of 
employees covered under the various plans serviced by the 
apparatus along with the benefits provided to those 
employees . 

The present invention can also provide benefits 
providers with information regarding employees who have 
recently upgraded benefits and/or which have taken advantage 
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of benefits offers, employee discounts and/or buying services 
thereby providing the respective benefits providers with 
information and/or employees with whom the provider may 
communicate futures offerings. 

The apparatus and method of the present invention can 
also provide an employee with the ability to select a 
different benefits provider from whom the employee can obtain 
benefits. The present invention can also be utilized in 
order for an employee to utilize monies and/or credits, which 
can be provided by their respective employer for benefits 
under the employment relationship, in order to select and 
obtain a benefits plan or program which is tailored to the 
employee's needs and/or desires. 

By allowing an employee to obtain a benefits plan or 
program, which is independent of the employer, the present 
invention can be utilized in order to provide individual 
benefits accounts which can be portable so that the 
individual employee may take his or her benefits plan or 
program from job to job and/or retain his benefits through 
periods of unemployment, in retirement and/or in periods 
between jobs. 
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The present invention can also provide informational 
services, related to employee benefits, to the employee or 
administrator in various areas, including law, medicine, 
dentistry, accounting, and tax planning, etc. 

The present invention also provides an apparatus and 
method for facilitating communication between various 
benefits providers. The present invention can also be 
utilized to allow various providers, such as doctors, 
physicians and other healthcare providers to confer and share 
information about an employee. In instances when an employee 
may need an authorized referral for a physician or other 
healthcare provider, the authorized referral may be provided 
from the referring provider to the referred to provider via 
the communication system and apparatus of the present 
invention. In this manner, referrals can be documented by 
the apparatus of the present invention for insurance 
purposes . 

The central processing computer system can be 
associated with, and/or be utilized by, a benefits providing 
institution and/or a benefits management institution in order 
to provide the services described herein. The central 
processing computer system can also be utilized by brokers 
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and/or dealers of the various employee benefits, insurance 
plans or programs, pension plans- or programs, retirement 
plans or programs, employee discount and/or buying services 
plans or programs, etc., which are described herein. 

The present invention can be utilized in conjunction 
intelligent agents, software agents and/or mobile agents. 
Applicant hereby incorporates by reference herein the subject 
matter of the Agent Sourcebook, A Complete Guide to Desktop, 
Internet and Intranet Agents , by Alper Caglayan and Colin 
Harrison, Wiley Computer Publishing, 1997 Applicant also 
incorporates by reference herein the subject matter of Cool 
Intelligent Agents For The Net , by Leslie L. Lesnick with 
Ralph E. Moore, IDG Books Worldwide, Inc. 1997. 


embodiments described herein in order to obtain information 
for an employee, an administrator or any of the various 
providers described herein. 


Intelligent agents can be utilized in any of the 


8> 



*An inte lligent ca n- g et on - b eftalt or the cT iipl u yce ^Lo 
obtain information on benefits and/or_£gne f i t s^r rftTfmation 
availability , si£a£rerg'*1ofbenef its, status of benefits claims, 
^f^n^vTTiati on ab^nt. benefits providexs-^-o-fee-: — An — — mmmmm ^ 


17 


pi go hp pmpm 1 In nrh foK-thg . 


emi 


iployee or administrator so as to requg 


benefits and/or 


benefits information, reque^fe^€ervices , purchase or order 
benefits and/p^-g6ods and/or services provided via the 


-plan or program^ 


An intelligent agent (s) can be programmed to perform 
any action and/or activity described herein for, or on behalf 
of, the employee, the administrator, any of the various 
benefits providers, and the entity operation the central 
processing computer system. An intelligent agent can also be 
programmed to report the results of its findings and/or its 
actions taken to the respective employee, administrator, or 
benefits provider. 

The employee, or administrator, may utilize an 
intelligent agent in order to find, locate and/or obtain 
employee benefits and/or employee benefits information by 
requesting and/or instructing an intelligent agent (s) to do 
so. The employee may also request or instruct an intelligent 
agent to find, locate and/or obtain information regarding his 
or her employment status and benefits which are provided to 
the employee. The employee may request and/or instruct an 
intelligent agent to find, locate and/or obtain information, 
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instructions and/or explanations regarding benefits, 
instructions for obtaining and claiming benefits. 

The employee or administrator may utilize and/or 
deploy an intelligent agent (s) at any time and from any 
location. 

The intelligent agent (s) can be deployed from the 
communication device, from the central processing computer 
system, or from any of the benefits providers computer 
systems . 

The employee or administration can also utilize 
and/or deploy an intelligent agent (s) in order to obtain any 
employee benefits and/or employee benefits information, 
submit changes to benefits, submit benefits claims, register 
and/or subscribe to any of the employee benefits described 
herein, and/or make inquiries and/or status inquiries 
regarding employee benefits and/or employee benefits claims. 

The employee can also utilize an intelligent agent (s) 
in order to transmit messages to the employer via e-mail 
transmission, facsimile transmission, electronic form 
submission or transmission, and/or by any other communication 
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means, in order to allow the employee make changes to any of 
his or her employee benefits. 

The employee can also utilize an intelligent agent (s) 
in order to effect any changes and/or modifications to any of 
the data and/or information described herein, on-line via the 
communication device. 

The employee or administrator can utilize an 
intelligent agent (s) which can be dedicated to each provider 
or coverage type and which can obtain detailed explanations 
of the coverage and/or benefits provided, applicable 
deductibles or co-payments under the plan, instructions for 
obtaining benefits and/or directories and/or listings of 
providers, etc. 

The employee can also utilize an intelligent agent (s) 
in order to select a primary care provider,, if applicable, 
for each of the various benefits provided. The employee can 
also utilize an intelligent agent (s) in order to change 
primary care provider (s) and to request referral 
authorizations for specialists. The employee can also 
utilize intelligent agent (s) in order to submit claims on- 
line and check the status of claims which are pending. 
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The employee may also utilize an intelligent agent (s) 
in order to communicate directly with the health care 
benefits provider (s) . The employee can also utilize an 
intelligent agent (s) in order to purchase upgraded benefits 
and/or change coverages, directly from the benefits provider, 
on-line via the communication device 20, in order to receive 
enhanced and/or upgraded benefits. 

The employee or administrator can utilize an 
intelligent agent (s) in order to obtain detailed explanations 
of the benefits provided, instructions and/or information for 
obtaining and/or claiming benefits, information regarding 
filing a disability insurance claim, applicable deductibles 
and/or co-payments under the plan, directories and/or 
listings of individuals, doctors and/or other individuals 
and/or entities which have to be notified and/or contacted in 
order to file a disability insurance claim. 

The employee may also utilize an intelligent 
agent (s) in order to change and/or modify their benefits as 
well as to search for more attractive benefits. An 
intelligent agent (s) can also be utilized in order to select 
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and/or obtain a custom-tailored benefits package for an 
employee and/or for an entire organization. 

In all of the herein described embodiments, the 
employee or administrator can communicate or correspond with 
the central processing computer system and/or any of the 
respective provider computer systems by utilizing an 
intelligent agent (s). 

An intelligent agent (s) can also be utilized in 
order to pool employees from different employers together in 
order to provide preferred group rates for complete benefit 
plans or programs as well any single provider benefits or 
coverage. In these instances, an intelligent agent (s) may be 
utilized and/or deployed by an employee, by employers, the 
operator of the central processing computer system, and/or by 
any of the providers and/or provider types described herein. 

Benefits providers can utilize an intelligent 
agent (s) in order to communicate new programs, new benefits, 
and/or special programs and/or benefits discount offerings, 
to the employees who are serviced by the present invention. 
In this manner, benefits providers can offer or sell their 
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respective services, policies and/or goods to the employees 
and/or to administrators. 

In any of the here -described embodiments, an 
intelligent agent (s) can be deployed from the communication 
device and/or from any of the respective provider computer 
systems. The operator of the central processing computer 
system can also utilize an intelligent agent (s) in order to 
perform information retrieval, information processing, and/or 
p communication with employees, administrators and/or any of 

yj the benefits providers and/or benefits providers types 

H; described herein. 

L. The employee, administrator, benefits provider, 

S and/or central processing computer system operator, can 

^ 3 

£j request and/or instruct the intelligent agent (s) to perform a 

. ?% 

~ task and/or obtain information. The intelligent agent (s) 

will them be deployed to perform its task. Once the 
intelligent agent (s) has completed the task, the intelligent 
agent (s) can report the fact that the task has been 
completed, as well as the result (s) and/or outcome (s) of the 
task, along with any information related thereto, to the 
respective employee, administrator, benefits provider, and/or 
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central processing computer system operator, on whose behalf 
the intelligent agent (s) acted. 

The present invention can be utilized to provide 
employee benefits and/or employee benefits information for a 
number of, or for a plurality of, employers and employees. 

The present invention can allow employees to maintain 
and continue their relationships with their respective 
benefits providers even after the employment relationship, 
which brought the employee to the benefits provider, may 
cease to exist. In this manner, the present invention 
provides employees with the opportunity to continue certain, 
or all of, their employment benefits with any of the benefits 
providers, in spite of changes in employment, and/or changes 
in employment status . 

In this manner, the relationships between employees 
and the respective benefits providers will facilitate the 
creation of individual benefits accounts which will provide 
employees with greater independence in selecting and 
maintaining employee benefits while providing continuation of 
benefits and/or benefits stability, regardless of their 
employer and/or employment status. 

24 


The present invention can also be utilized as a 
clearinghouse for the buying and selling of employee 
benefits. The present invention can also be utilized to 
provide notification of changes and/or modifications to 
employee benefits. The present invention can also be 
utilized for providing notification of requests for, and/or 
offerings of, employee benefits. 

The present invention can also be utilized to 
provide for the management and/or administration of financial 
accounts for any of the respective parties utilizing the 
apparatus and method of the present invention. The present 
invention can also be utilized to effectuate and/or execute 
financial transactions for, and/or on behalf of, a party 
utilizing the present invention. 

The present invention can also provide notification 
of financial transactions which occur on, and/or in 
conjunction with, financial accounts. The present invention 
can also provide notification of benefits transactions and/or 
transactions involving benefits and/or benefits accounts. 

The present invention can also provide for the 
authentication of, and/or for electronic and/or digital 
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signatures, which can be utilized in conjunction with any 
and/or all of the various forms, transmissions, and/or 
communications, which are described herein as being utilized 
for providing communication between any of the parties 
described herein. 

Accordingly, it is an object of the present 
invention to provide an apparatus and a method for providing 
employee benefits and/or employee benefits information. 

It is another object of the present invention to 
provide an apparatus and a method for providing employee 
benefits and/or employee benefits information over a 
communication network. 

It is yet another object of the present invention 
to provide an apparatus and a method for providing employee 
benefits and/or employee benefits information by accessing 
same from a centralized processing computer system or other 
centralized information source. 

It is still another object of the present invention 
to provide an apparatus and a method for providing access to 
employee benefits and/or employee benefits information for a 
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comprehensive and/or integrated employee benefits package, 
plan, or program, from a single processing center. 

It is another object of the present invention to 
provide an apparatus and a method which allows an individual 
to communicate and/or to correspond directly with a 
benefits provider. 

It is yet another object of the present invention 
to provide an apparatus and a method for providing employee 
benefits and/or employee benefits information in real-time 
over a communication network. 

It is still another object of the present invention 
to provide an apparatus and a method for providing employee 
benefits and/or employee benefits information which stores 
and/or maintains employee benefits data and/or information by 
utilizing database management techniques. 

It is another object of the present invention to 
provide an apparatus and a method for providing employee 
benefits and/or employee benefits information which allows an 
individual to change, modify, or enhance, benefits in real- 
time . 
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It is yet another object of the present invention 
to provide an apparatus and a method for providing employee 
benefits and/or employee benefits information which allows an 
individual to request or order upgrades or downgrades to 
their existing benefits. 

It is still another object of the present invention 
to provide an apparatus and a method for providing employee 
benefits and/or employee benefits information which allows 
employers to pool employee benefits with other employers in 
order to offer enhanced benefits to their employees. 

It is another object of the present invention to 
provide an apparatus and a method for providing employee 
benefits and/or employee benefits information which can 
direct an employee or administrator to a benefits provider or 
other goods and/or services providers. 

It is yet another object of the present invention 
to provide an apparatus and a method for providing an 
efficient and enhanced administration of employee benefits, 
benefits plans and/or benefits programs. 
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It is still another object of the present invention 
to provide an apparatus and a method for providing employee 
benefits and/or employee benefits information which provides 
for the reduction of employer benefits administration 
activities and efforts and which provides for the outsourcing 
of certain employee benefits administrative functions. 

It is another object of the present invention to 
provide an apparatus and a method which allows benefit 
providers to communicate with the employee or administrator. 

It is yet another object of the present invention 
to provide an apparatus and a method which allows benefit 
providers to communicate information, including new benefits, 
enhancements to benefits, or special benefit programs, to 
employees or administrators. 

It is still another object of the present invention 
to provide an apparatus and a method which provides benefit 
providers with the ability to offer or sell their respective 
benefits, services, policies and/or goods, to the employees 
or administrators. 
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It is still another object of the present invention 
to provide an apparatus and a method for providing employee 
benefits and/or employee benefits information which will 
provide employees with greater independence in selecting and 
maintaining employee benefits regardless of their employer 
and/or employment status . 

It is yet another object of the present invention 
to provide an apparatus and a method for providing employee 
benefits and/or employee benefits information which provides 
for the portability of some or all of an employee's benefits, 
which can be independent of employer and/or employment 
status . 

It is still another object of the present invention 
to provide a method and an apparatus for providing 
notification to interested parties of an employee's action to 
upgrade or change any of the benefits described herein. 

It is yet another object of the present invention 
to provide an apparatus and a method which can provide 
employee benefits and/or employee benefits information which 
is independent of an employment relationship. 
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It is still another object of the present invention 
to provide an apparatus and a method for providing employee 
benefits and/or employee benefits information for providing 
individualized employee benefits which can be portable and 
which can be independent of an employment relationship and/or 
which can be taken employment relationship to employment 
relationship and/or from job to job. 

It is another object of the present invention to 
provide an apparatus and a method for providing employee 
benefits and/or employee benefit information which can 
utilize intelligent agents in order to perform any of the 
herein-described information retrieval , information 
processing, communication, and/or other tasks for providing 
employee benefits and/or employee benefits information. 

It is still another object of the present invention 
to provide an apparatus and a method for providing employee 
benefits and/or employee benefits information for any number 
of, or for a plurality of, employers or employees. 

It is yet another object of the present invention 
to provide an apparatus and a method for providing employee 
benefits and/or employee benefits information which can be 
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utilized to provide a clearinghouse for the buying and 
selling of employee benefits. 

It is another object of the present invention to 
provide an apparatus and a method for providing employee 
benefits and/or employee benefits information which provides 
notification of changes and/or modifications to employee 
benefits . 

It is still another object of the present invention 
to provide an apparatus and a method for providing employee 
benefits and/or employee benefits information which provides 
notification of requests for, and/or offerings of, employee 
benefits . 

It is yet another object of the present invention 
to provide an apparatus and a method for providing employee 
benefits and/or employee benefits information which provides 
for the management and/or administration of financial 
accounts for any of the respective parties utilizing the 
apparatus and method of the present invention. 

It is another object of the present invention to 
provide an apparatus and a method for providing employee 
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benefits and/or employee benefits information which provides 
for the effectuation and/or executed of financial 
transactions for, and/or on behalf of, any of the parties 
which utilize the present invention. 

It is another object of the present invention to 
provide an apparatus and a method for providing employee 
benefits and/or employee benefits information which provides 
notification of financial transactions which occur on, and/or 
in conjunction with, financial accounts. 

It is still another object of the present invention 
to provide an apparatus and a method for providing employee 
benefits and/or employee benefits information which provides 
notification of benefits transactions and/or transactions 
involving benefits and/or benefits accounts. 

It is yet another object of the present invention 
to provide an apparatus and a method for providing employee 
benefits and/or employee benefits information which provides 
for the authentication of, and/or for electronic and/or 
digital signatures, which can be utilized in conjunction with 
any and/or all of the various forms, transmissions, and/or 
communications, which are described herein as being utilized 


33 


for providing communication between any of the parties 
described herein. 

Other objects and advantages of the present 
invention will be apparent to those individuals skilled in 
the art upon a review of the Description of the Preferred 
Embodiments taken in conjunction with the Drawings which 
follow. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

In the Drawings: 

Figure 1 illustrates the apparatus of the present 
invention, in block diagram form; 

Figure 2 illustrates the central processing 
computer system which is utilized in the apparatus of 
Figure 1, in block diagram form; 

Figure 3 illustrates the configuration of the 
database which is utilized in the central processing 
computer system of Figure 2 ; and 
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Figure 4 illustrates the communication device 
which is utilized in the apparatus of Figure 1, in block 
diagram form. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENT 

The present invention provides an apparatus and a 
method for providing employee benefits and/or employee 
benefits information and/or services. The present invention 
also provides an apparatus and a method which can be utilized 
in a network environment. The present invention also 
provides an apparatus and a method for allowing an employee 
participant in a benefit plan or program to communicate with 
his or her employer and/or with any one or more of the 
benefits providers, described herein, which are associated 
with his or her benefits package, plan, or program. 

The present invention also provides for the access 
to, and for the administration of, employee benefits and/or 
employee benefits plans or programs and/or information 
related thereto. The employee benefits and/or employee 
benefits plans, programs and/or information include 
employee wage, salary and payroll information and status, 
vacation time, sick time and personal time information and 
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status, employee savings plans and programs, employee 
pension benefits or programs and status of same, employee 
retirement plans, individual retirement accounts, 401K 
plans and programs, self-employed retirement plans or 
programs, or similar retirement plans or programs, employee 
credit union accounts, plans or programs, employee savings 
and employee loan plans or programs, health insurance plans 
or programs, life insurance plans or programs, disability 
insurance plans or programs, and various employee discount 
plans and/or buying service plans and/or programs. 

Applicant hereby incorporates by reference herein 
the subject matter of U.S. Provisional Patent Application 
Serial No. 60/099,653 which teaches an apparatus and method 
for providing employee benefits and/or employee benefits 
information. Applicant also hereby incorporates by 
reference herein the subject matter of U.S. Provisional 
Patent Application Serial No. 60/100,651 which teaches an 
apparatus and method for providing employee benefits and/or 
employee benefits information. 

The apparatus and method of the present invention, 
in any and/or all of the embodiments described herein, can 
be utilized so as to manage, administer, process 
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information regarding, and/or provide any type of employee 
benefits, benefits services and/or benefits information. 
The apparatus and method of the present invention, in any 
and/or all of the embodiments described herein, can also be 
utilized to perform any type of human resource functions as 
well as to process information regarding any type of human 
resource function. Applicant hereby incorporates by 
reference herein the subject matter of The Handbook of 
Employee Benefits , Fourth Edition, Jerry S. Rosenbloom, 
McGraw-Hill, 1996, which describes a wide range of employee 
benefits and/or human resource functions which can also be 
managed, administered and/or processed, by the apparatus 
and method of the present invention. 

In the preferred embodiment, the information is 
provided to an employee, or administrator, or other 
authorized individual by accessing a central processing 
computer system, which services the particular 
employer/employee benefits plan or program, via a 
communication device such as personal computer or other 
suitable communication device. The information is stored 
in a database or in a collection of databases which can be 
resident on the central processing computer system or on 
any of the respective benefits providers computer systems. 
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The information from each benefits providers can be 
updated in real-time via dynamically linked database 
techniques. The data and/or information for the 
comprehensive employee benefits plan or program, in the 
preferred embodiment, are stored and linked in a relational 
database scheme . 

Applicant hereby incorporates by reference herein 
the subject matter of U.S. Patent No. 4,648,037 which 
discloses a method and apparatus for benefit and financial 
communication . 

The terms "benefits" and/or "employee benefits", as 
the terms are utilized herein, refer to any and/or all of 
the employee benefits, benefits, and/or other benefits, 
offered by employers, employing entities, and/or by any of 
the various benefits providers and/or providers which are 
described herein, and/or to any benefits which are, or 
which may be, offered as a benefit, as an employee benefit, 
as compensation, and/or as part of a compensation package, 
pursuant to an employment relationship, an independent 
contractor relationship, and/or any other type of 
relationship . 
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The benefits and/or employee benefits can also 
include any benefit or compensation. The benefits and/or 
employee benefits can also include any benefits described 
in The Handbook of Employee Benefits , Fourth Edition, Jerry 
S. Rosenbloom, McGraw-Hill, 1996, the subject matter of 
which is incorporated by reference herein. 

Figure 1 illustrates the apparatus of the present 
invention which is designated generally by the reference 
numeral 1, in block diagram form. In Figure 1, the 
apparatus includes a central processing computer system 10 
or server computer which will receive and store the 
pertinent information regarding the employee benefits, 
plans, or programs, from each of the pertinent benefits 
providers and information sources described herein. 

The apparatus of Figure 1 also includes an employer 
computer 11, which is linked with the central processing 
computer system 10. Employer information regarding each 
individual employee which can include job title, length of 
service, salary, withholding taxes, vacation time, sick 
time and personal time, along with any other personnel 
information pertinent to the employee and/or to the 
employee's benefits package, is provided by the employer 
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computer system 11 to the central processing computer 
system 10. The employer computer system 11 may include any 
number of computers for facilitating the provision of any 
and all of the information described herein to the central 
processing computer system 10. 

The employer information will also include 
information regarding the various benefits providers, such 
as, for example, health insurance providers, disability 
insurance providers, life insurance providers, credit 
unions and banking services providers, pension benefits 
providers, retirement benefits providers, and various 
employee discount and buying service providers. 

Jia^__- appni"nfr i T.H 1 ^IfiQ -inr"|ndppi ^^^-^>^' ingirrfm^ 

computer system 12 which is also linked to tl^-c^ntral 
processing computer system 10. The h^fth insurance 
computer system 12 may inc]^i^at least one computer system 
which corresponds to o^ch of the medical insurance provider 
or providers, d^ftal insurance provider or providers, 
health maij*€enance organizations (HMOs),and major medical 
provLd^rs, etc., associated with the benefits plan or 
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Each of the various health insurance providers can 
provide employee benefit information, including benefits 
available, instructions for obtaining and/or claiming 
benefits, health-care participants, health care providers, 
coverages under the plan, co-payments and/or deductibles, 
claims information, status of claims, and other pertinent 
information regarding the employee 1 s health benefits. 

The apparatus 1 also includes a disability insurance 
computer system 13 which is also linked to the central 
processing computer system 10. The disability insurance 
computer system 13 may include at least one computer system 
corresponding to each of a disability insurance providers 
which may include the short-term disability insurance 
provider or providers, the long-term disability insurance 
provider or providers, and any other disability insurance 
provider or providers which may be associated with the 
employee benefits plan or program. 

Each of the various disability insurance providers 
can provide employee disability benefits information, 
including benefits available, instructions for obtaining 
and/or claiming benefits, coverages under the plan, co- 
payments and/or deductibles, claims information, status of 
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claims, and other pertinent information regarding the 
employees disability benefits. 

The apparatus 1 also includes a life insurance 
computer system 14 which is also linked to the central 
processing computer system 10. The life insurance computer 
system 14 may include at least one computer system 
corresponding to each of the life insurance providers which 
may be associated with the employee benefits plan or 
program. 

Each of the various life insurance providers can 
provide employee life insurance benefits information, 
including benefits available, instructions for obtaining 
and/or claiming benefits, coverages under the plan, co- 
payments and/or deductibles, claims information, status of 
claims, and other pertinent information regarding the 
employee's life insurance benefits. 

The apparatus 1 also includes a credit union or 
banking services computer system 15 which is also linked to 
the central processing computer system 10. The credit 
union or banking computer system 15 may include at least 
one computer system corresponding to each of the credit 


42 


union or banking institutions which may be associated with 
the employee benefits plan or program. 

Each of the credit union or banking services 
providers can provide information concerning the benefits 
and/or services available, instructions for obtaining 
and/or claiming benefits, as well obtaining information 
regarding the employee's savings account (s), loan 
information, mortgages, including benefits available to the 
employee such as savings interest rates, loan and mortgage 
rates available to the employee, as well as any other 
financial information concerning the employee's benefits 
which are provided and/or offered by the respective credit 
union (s) and/or banking services providers under the 
employee benefits plan or program. 

«Phn npp i rai-ii.q i also inclu de s a Pension hpnel itg_ 
computer system 16 which is also linked to tkeTcentral 
processing computer system 10. Th^^5ension benefits 
computer system 16 may inc^trde at least one computer system 
corresponding to ea£h"of the pension benefits provider (s) 
which may be associated with the employee benefits plan or 
prograrj^r Each of the pension benefits providers can 
_pr<^yi ^^jLjaX<=*-m^1 on c;oncernlnu the oorvi r CTftr UlUS/ld(5d «>, 


43 



The pension benefits computer system 16 can also 
provide information regarding pension benefits available, 
vested and unvested benefits, availability of benefits and 
financial advice, planning and forecasting services and/or 
information, status of pending claims and any other 
information concerning the employee's pension benefits 
under the employee's pension benefits plan or program. 

The apparatus 1 also includes a financial/retirement 
benefits computer system 17 which is also linked to the 
central processing computer system 10. The 
financial/retirement benefits computer system 17 may 
include at least one computer system corresponding to each 
financial institution (s) which are associated with the 
employee's retirement benefits plan or program and/or which 
manages the employee's retirement account (s) , 401K account, 
individual retirement account (IRA) , employee profit 
sharing account, employee stock ownership or purchasing 
account, stock option account, as well as any other 
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pertinent financial account which may be associated with, 
or related to, the employee's retirement benefits plan or 
program . 

Each of the financial providers can provide 
information concerning the employee's retirement benefits, 
retirement savings, savings accounts, loan information, 
stock accounts, mutual fund accounts, stock option accounts 
including information which is available to the employee 
such as savings interest rates, loan and mortgage rates and 
other products and/or services available to the employee. 

Other information which can be provided can include 
instructions for claiming retirement benefits, information 
regarding the various benefits and retirement investment 
vehicles, instructions for making account deposits and 
withdrawals, deposit and withdrawal procedures. Other 
information which can be provided includes account 
balances, vested and unvested amounts, availability of 
benefits and/or funds, as well as financial advise, 
planning an/or forecasting information. The retirement 
benefits computer system 17 can also provide information 
concerning the employee's retirement benefits offered by 
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respective benefits providers under the employee's benefits 
plan or program. 

The apparatus 1 also includes an employee 
discount and/or buying service computer system (s) 18 which 
is also linked to the central processing computer system 
10. The employee discount and/or buying service computer 
system (s) 18 may include at least one computer system which 
corresponds to each of the providers of employee discounts 
and/or buying services which are provided under the 
employee benefits plan or program to the respective 
employees. The employee discount and/or buying service 
providers can include any goods and/or service provider (s) 
and/or buying services, discount clubs, etc., which provide 
discounts and/or buying services to employees under the 
benefits plan or program. 

Each of the employee discount and/or buying 
service providers can provide information concerning their 
respective employee discount programs and/or buying 
services, including the goods and/or services which they 
provide, which are available to the employees, instructions 
and/or information for ordering goods and/or services 
and/or for making purchases, placing orders, obtaining 
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customer service, as well as checking order status and 
obtaining any other pertinent information associated with 
the benefits plan or program. 

The apparatus 1 also includes a communication 
device 20 which is also linked to the central processing 
computer system 10. The communication device 20 can be 
utilized by the employees, as well as by administrators, in 
order to access the central processing computer system 10, 
as well as any one or more of the provider computer systems 
11-18, in order to access and/or obtain any of the benefits 
and/or benefits information which are provided by the 
apparatus 1 of the present invention as described herein. 

*~ " The uommunioati-oii deviie 20, — in the preferred m 

embodiment, is a personal computer, or a desktop conjp«-ter, 
or any other appropriate communicationc^/lce, which may be 
located at any appropriate lo^^fon, such as the employee's 
workplace, home, or at^public or semi -public kiosk, which 
may utilized by tite employee or administrator, in order to 
access empLz^ee benefits and/or employee benefits 
information. As described herein the communication device 
^U aa access th <=> r^nh-rp.] p-ro^ffi l iiq (jumpuLei bVLILeiu lU.tr&d 
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^hy of the provider computer systems 11-18, in oraer ubtcurri^^ 
^^v^g^^v^Tnof -i and/or employee benefits information.^ 

The employee or administrator can also provide 
data and/or information to the central processing computer 
system 10 and to any of the provider computer systems Il- 
ls, via the communication device20 as will be described in 
more detail herein. 

The communication device 2 0 may be any one of a 
personal computer, a desktop computer, a laptop computer, a 
personal digital assistant, a telephone, a television, an 
interactive television, a handheld computer, a palmtop 
computer, or any other suitably equipped personal 
communication device. 

In the preferred embodiment, the present invention 
is utilized on, or over, the Internet and/or the World Wide 
Web. In this regard, the various apparatus components, 
including the computers system 10-18 and the communication 
device 20, are linked via the Internet and/or the World 
Wide Web and the corresponding networks and /or systems. 
Each of the computers systems 10-18 and the communication 
device 2 0 will therefore transmit data and/or information 
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using TCP/IP, as well as all other Internet and/or World 
Wide Web, protocols. The present invention may also be 
utilized on, or over, any other communication network or 
system. 

The communications networks and/or systems on, or 
over, which the present invention may be utilized, include 
any one or combination of telecommunication networks or 
systems, satellite communication networks or systems, radio 
communication networks or systems, digital communication 
networks or systems, digital satellite communication 
networks or systems, personal communications services 
networks or systems, cable television networks or systems, 
broadband communication networks or systems, low earth 
orbiting satellite (LEOs) networks or systems, as well as 
in or on any internets and/or intranets, the Internet, the 
World Wide Web, and any other suitable communication 
network or system. 

Figure 2 illustrates the central processing computer 
system 10, in block diagram form. The central processing 
computer system 10, in the preferred embodiment, is a 
network computer system which is utilized as a server 
computer such as an Internet server computer and/or a Web 
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server computer. In the preferred embodiment, the central 
processing computer system 10 includes a central processing 
unit or CPU 10A, which in the preferred embodiment, is a 
microprocessor. The CPU 10A may also be a microcomputer, a 
minicomputer, a macro- computer , and/or a mainframe computer, 
depending upon the application. 

The central processing computer system 10 also 
includes a random access memory device (s) 10B (RAM) and a 
read only memory device (s) 10C (ROM), which are connected 
to the CPU 10A, a user input device 10D, which is a keypad 
and/or any other suitable input device for inputting data 
into the central processing computer system 10 and which is 
also connected to the CPU 10A. The central processing 
computer system 10 also includes a display device 10E for 
displaying information and/or data to a user or operator. 

The central processing computer system 10 also 
includes a transmitter (s) 10F for transmitting signals 
and/or data to any one or more of the communication devices 
2 0 which may be utilized, the employer computer system (s) 
11, the health insurance computer system (s) 12, the 
disability insurance computer system (s) 13, the life 
insurance computer system (s) 14, the credit union or 


50 



banking services computer system (s) 15, the pension 
benefits computer system(s) 16, the financial/retirement 
benefits computer system (s) 17, and the employee discount 
and/or buying service computer system (s) 18. 


r Thi *"< i n l rrrl pr nn rifjn i nq computer, 
includes a receiver 10G for receiving signals^atfid/or data 
from any one or more of the communication device (s) 20, the 
employer computer system (s) 11 ,tjafe health insurance 
computer system (s) 12, th^lsability insurance computer 
system (s) 13, the insurance computer system (s) 14, the 

credit union oi^banking services computer system (s) 15, the 
pension bestfefits computer system (s) 16, the financial/ 
retirement benefits computer system(s) 17, and the employee 
[s£Qtej2&~eerT &/0T bu^iny b ii vi u i luiuputcr oy&kcmGo. ) 1 8 ^» 


As described herein, the central processing computer 
system 10, the communication device (s) 20, the employer 
computer system (s) 11, the health insurance computer 
system(s) 12, the disability insurance computer system(s) 
13, the life insurance computer system (s) 14, the credit 
union or banking services computer system (s) 15, the 
pension benefits computer system (s) 16, the financial/ 
retirement benefits computer system (s) 17, and the employee 
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discount and/or buying service computer system (s) 18 are 
linked via a communication network or system. 

-Jin rtn,? ther preferred embodimen t — feho central ■ 

processing computer system 10 and the individual prp^/ider 
computer system 11-18 can integrated into a ^affigle computer 
system. In yet another preferred embofHrnent , the 
communication device 2 0 may be ip€egrated with any one or 
more of the central processing computer system 10 and/or 
with any of the provider computers 11-18. In this manner, 
the communication device 20, in a preferred embodiment, can 
be a terminal device for any one or more of the central 
processing computer system 10 and/or any one or more of the 
tcLeiT 


The central processing computer system 10 also 
includes a database (s) 10H which contains data and/or 
information pertaining to some or all of the employee 
benefits plans and/or programs, and/or portions thereof, 
which are described herein. The database 10H may also 
include a collection of databases for storing pertinent 
data and/or information. 
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The database 10H, in the preferred embodiment, is a 
database which may include individual databases or 
collections of databases, with each being designated to 
store data and/or information for each of the various 
employee benefits and related benefits which are available 
to each of the employees covered thereby. In the preferred 
embodiment, the database 10H and/or any other database or 
collection of databases utilized by the present invention, 
also contains data and/or information regarding each 
employee which is covered under an employee benefits plan 
or program which is serviced by the apparatus 1 of the 
present invention . 

Employee benefits data and/or information, for each 
of the benefits provided, including employer benefits, 
health insurance benefits, disability insurance benefits, 
life insurance benefits, credit union or banking services 
benefits, pension benefits, financial/retirement benefits, 
and employee discount or buying service benefits, in the 
preferred embodiment, are stored in the database 10H, or in 
the collection of databases. 

The data and/or information in the database 10H, or 
in the collection of databases, can be linked via 


53 


relational database techniques and/or via any appropriate 
database management techniques. The data and/or 
information, in the preferred embodiment, are updated via 
inputs from the respective providers benefits computers 11- 
18 via the communication network. The database 10H, or 
collection of databases, or any databases utilized in the 
present invention, can be updated by each of the respective 
benefits providers, in real-time, and/or via dynamically 
linked database management techniques. 

Figure 3 illustrates the database configuration of 
the database 10H. In Figure 3, the database 10H includes 
databases for each the employer benefits 50, the health 
insurance benefits 51, the disability benefits 52, the life 
insurance benefits 53, the credit union or banking services 
benefits 54, the pension benefits 55, the financial/ 
retirement benefits 56, and the employee discount or buying 
service benefits 57, as well as any other miscellaneous 
employee benefits 58. 

With reference once again to Figure 2, the central 
processing computer system 10 also includes an output 
device 101 such as a printer, a modem, a fax/modem or other 
output device for providing data and/or information to the 
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operator or user of the central processing computer system 
10 or to a third party or third party entity. 

In the preferred embodiment, each of the employer 
computer system (s) 11, the health insurance computer 
system (s) 12, the disability insurance computer system (s) 
13, the life insurance computer system (s) 14, the credit 
union or banking services computer system (s) 15, the 
pension benefits computer system (s) 16, the 
financial/retirement benefits computer system (s) 17, and 
the employee discount or buying service computer system (s) 
18, include the same, similar or analogous components 
and/or peripheral devices as the central processing 
computer system 10. In this manner, each of the provider 
computer systems 11-18 can be network computers, or server 
computers, which may be the same as, or similar to the 
central processing computer system, which, in the preferred 
embodiment, is also a network computer, or server computer. 

The database 10H, or collection of databases which 
form the database 10H, as well as any other database 
described herein, can be implemented by utilizing database 
software and/or spreadsheet software, such as, for example 
Microsoft™ Access™ and/or Microsoft™ Excel™ or any other 
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suitable database or spreadsheet software programs and/or 
systems . 

The data and/or information which is provided by the 
various benefits providers can be downloaded to, and/or be 
resident upon the central processing computer system 10, or 
a portion of the data and/or information, may be downloaded 
to, and be resident in the central processing computer 
system 10 with other and/or additional data and/or 
information being stored at the respective provider 
computers systems 11-18, as desired. 

The data and/or information which is utilized in, 
and/or provided by, the present invention can be linked via 
any suitable data linking techniques such as, for example, 
dynamically linked lists (DLLs) , linked lists, and object 
links embedded (OLE ! s) as well as any other database 
management techniques which are known to those skilled in 
the art. 

Figure 4 illustrates the communication device 20, in 
block diagram form. The communication device 20 is linked 
to the central processing computer system 10 over the 
communication network in order to facilitate the accessing 
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of employee benefits and/or employee benefits information 
from the central processing computer system 10. The 
communication device 2 0 can also be described as being a 
communication device. 

The communication device 2 0 is also linked to each 
of the employer computer system (s) 11, the health insurance 
computer system (s) 12, the disability insurance computer 
system (s) 13, the life insurance computer system (s) 14, the 
credit union or banking services computer system (s) 15, the 
pension benefits computer system (s) 16, the financial/ 
retirement benefits computer system (s) 17, and the employee 
discount or buying service computer system (s) 18, via the 
central processing computer system 10 by utilizing 
appropriate links to these respective provider computer 
systems 11-18. 

The communication device 20 may also be directly 
linked to each of the respective provider computer systems 
11-18. The computer systems 11-18 may hereinafter be 
referred to as the "providers computer systems 11-18" or 
"provider computers 11-18". 
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The apparatus 1 of the present invention may be 
utilized on, or over, any communications network or system. 
In the preferred embodiment, the apparatus 1 is utilized 
on, or over, the Internet and/or the World Wide Web. 

In the preferred embodiment, wherein the apparatus 1 
is utilized over the Internet and/or the World Wide Web, 
hyperlinks and/or other data and/or information links 
and/or linking methods can be utilized in order to provide 
the mechanism by which an employee can access the central 
processing computer system 10 and any of the provider 
computer systems 11-18 and/or to any of the data and/or 
information contained therein or resident thereon. In this 
manner, the employee or administrator can gain access to, 
or obtain, any of the employee benefits and/or benefits 
information which is provided and/or made accessible by the 
present invent ion . 

The central processing computer system 10, and any 
of the providers computer systems 11-18 described herein, 
in the preferred embodiment, are server computers. The 
communication device 20, in the preferred embodiment, is a 
communication device. 
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With reference to Figure 4, the communication device 
2 0 includes a central processing unit (CPU) 2 OA which, in 
the preferred embodiment, is a microprocessor. The CPU 2 OA 
may also be a microcomputer, a minicomputer, a macro- 
computer, and/or a mainframe computer, depending upon the 
application. 

The communication device 20 also includes a read 
only memory (ROM) device (s) 20B and random access memory 
(RAM) device (s) 20C which are also connected to the CPU 20A. 
The communication device 2 0 also includes a user input 
device (s) 20D which includes any one or more of a keyboard, a 
scanner, a user pointing device, such as, for example, a 
mouse, a touch pad, and/or an audio input device and/or a 
video input device, etc., if desired, which input device (s) 
are also connected to the CPU 2 OA. 

The communication device 2 0 also includes a display 
device 20E, such as a display monitor, which is also 
connected to the CPU 20A, and an output device 20F, such as a 
printer, a fax/modem, etc., which output device is also 
connected to the CPU 2 OA. Both the display device 20E and 
the output device 2 OF provide information to the employee or 
administrator regarding the employee benefits and/or 
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information related thereto. All benefits and/or benefits 
information described herein can be displayed on the display 
device 2 0E and output via the output device 2 OF. 


database (s) 20G, wherein various benefits plan oj>^program 
data and/or information can be stored and maj*ftained for use 
as needed and/or when necessary. The cpirtmunication device 20 
also includes a transmitter 20H foar transmitting data and/or 
information to any one or mefre of the central processing 
computer system 10 and sto any of the employer computer 
system(s)ll / the health insurance computer system(s) 12, 
the disability insurance computer system (s) 13, the life 
insurance computer system (s) 14, the credit union or 
banking Services computer system (s) 15, the pension 
benefits computer system (s) 16, the financial/retirement 
benefits computer system (s) 17, and the employee discount 
n w? buying - ^ er , vi . ra© - compute-ex yys Leiu (s) T&? 


^TJtm r;oirimunic ^t-i nn ripvica- — 3 - 01 aloQ^Jjas ±ro3^ 
receiver 201 for receiving datj^arraTor information from any 
one of the centralp^cJ^essing computer system 10 and from any 
one or mp^^of the employer computer system (s) 11, the health 
itf^trraftee — eemput^a; — sy otcm( . o j — -A3-, — tha dioabi Li ty .inn n -p m igS 1 
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system (s) 14, the credit union or banking service^s^rt^uter 
system (s) 15, the pension benefit^-^c6^uter system (s) 16, 
the financial/ retir^iaerffr benefits computer system (s) 17, 
and the^-elfployee discount or buying service computer 



The employee, or administrator, may obtain employee 
benefits and/or employee benefits information by utilizing 
the present invention. The employee may also obtain 
information regarding his or her employment status and 
benefits which are provided to the employee. The employee 
may obtain information, instructions and/or explanations 
regarding benefits, instructions for obtaining and claiming 
benefits, make benefit elections or changes to benefits, 
change investments in savings, pension and retirement 
accounts, apply for additional benefits, and file claims for 
health insurance, disability, or life insurance benefits. 


The employee or administrator, can also make 
purchases and/or place orders in connection with any of the 
employee discount programs and/or buying services provided as 
part of the employee benefits plan or program. The present 
invention allows an employee to obtain, access, and/or take 
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advantage of, any and all employee benefits and/or employee 
benefits information which are made available under the 
employee benefits plan or program. 

The apparatus of the present invention provides an 
apparatus and a method for allowing the employee, or 
administration to access and/or obtain any employee benefits, 
employee services and/or information related thereto at any 
time and from any location over a communication network. 

In the preferred embodiment, the employee benefits 
data and/or information is provided to an employee or other 
authorized individual by accessing the central processing 
computer system 10, which services the particular employee 
benefits plan or program, via the communication device 20. 
All of the benefits and/or related information is stored in 
a database or a collection of databases which may be 
resident on the central processing computer system and/or 
which may be resident, in whole or in part, on any of the 
providers computer systems 11-18. 

All pertinent benefits information can be 
obtained and updated from each benefits provider, in real- 
time over the communications network, via dynamically 
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linked lists and other database management techniques. In 
this manner, the data and/or information for up-to-date 
apparatus processing can be obtained and be made readily 
available to any and all of the appropriate computer 
systems 10-18 of the apparatus 1. 

The present invention can be utilized, in a 
preferred embodiment, in the following manner. The employee 
or administrator can access the central processing computer 
system 10 via the communication device 20. The apparatus 1, 
in the preferred embodiment, provides data and/or information 
via a menu-driven and/or via a graphical user interface 
scheme or environment. The employee will typically be asked 
to provide a user name and a password in order to obtain 
access to the central processing computer system 20. The 
operation of the central processing computer system 10, in 
the preferred embodiment, is menu-driven. 

The employee, or administrator, can be provided 
with a home page and/or home page menu, associated with the 
employee's benefits plan or program, on the display device 
20E of the communication device 20. The home page and/or home 
page menu will display a menu of items from which the 
employee may make a selection. The menu list will include 
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the information regarding the various benefits and/or 
benefits categories of employee benefits and/or employee 
benefits information which are available to the employee or 
administrator . 

The home page menu, in the preferred embodiment, will 
include personnel information, health insurance information, 
disability insurance information, life insurance 
information, credit union or banking services information, 
pension benefits information, retirement account 
information, employee discount or buying service (s) 
information, as well as any other categories of information 
which may be related to the employer f s benefits plan or 
program. 

Each of the above and/or additional benefits 
categories can be linked to the data and/or information for 
the individual employee and may be accessed via the home 
page menu. Further, as described herein, links may be 
provided for obtaining any data and/or information which is 
provided by the apparatus 1 or from other related data 
and/or information sources which may be pertinent to the 
employee benefits plan or program. 
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The employee, or administrator, can select personnel 
information which will link the employee to a personnel page 
which will provide personnel information which can include 
the employee's name, address, social security number, date of 
birth, date of hire, payroll information, salary information, 
payroll withholdings and deductions information, tax 
exemption status, company stock account, stock options 
account, and/or equity interest account, if any, which the 
employee may hold in the company. 

Payroll, withholding and deduction information can 
include the number of dependents, federal withholding taxes, 
state withholding taxes, local withholding taxes, social 
security taxes, disability taxes, disability withholding 
taxes, retirement deductions, pension deductions, IRA 
deductions, 401K deductions, SEP deductions, savings 
deductions, savings bond deductions, stock purchase plan 
deductions, employer held savings accounts, credit union 
deductions, etc. 

The personnel information can also include tuition 
reimbursement programs, educational assistance programs, 
child care or day care programs. Personnel information can 
also include in-house training courses, training and 


65 


educational courses set up outside the company, as well as 
schedules, course descriptions and registration information. 
The employee can register for classes for any of the above 
courses and/or programs on-line and may do so via e-mail or 
via subscription forms which can be filed electronically via 
the communication device 20. 

The cmpl r i T'OA — rnn ri l ff ^ r^qnnnt L uifriun ieJji ibnraefiaeafe= 
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The personnel page can also contain other information 
such as company announcements, company calendars and/or 
schedules, personnel directories, and/or in-house job 
postings, etc. The employee can communicate with other 
employers, apply for in-house job openings, etc, on-line via 
the personnel page . 

The information provided on the personnel page may be 
provided with links to separate pages which provide 
additional information on the topic selected as well as more 
detailed data. For example, if the employee desires to 
obtain information of on his or her pension benefits, the 
employee may elect to obtain more information by selecting 
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pension benefits on the display device 20E of the 
communication device 20 and, thereafter, a pension benefits 
screen will provide information explaining the benefits plan 
and the employees vested and/or non-vested interests. The 
plan would also provide information on the vesting 
period(s)for the pension plan. In a similar manner, the 
present invention provides information for each of the 
benefits provided on, or via, the personnel page. 

The personnel page also includes information 
regarding the employee's health insurance benefits and 
provider (s), disability insurance benefits and provider (s), 
life insurance benefits and provider (s), pension benefits and 
provider(s), retirement benefits and provider(s), credit 
union or banking services benefits and provider (s), and 
employee discount and/or buying service benefits and 
provider (s) . Links to the above benefits pages can be 
provided on, or via the personnel page and/or the home page. 

The employee can also obtain any employee benefits 
and/or employee benefits information, submit changes to 
benefits, submit benefits claims, register and/or subscribe 
to any of the employee benefits described herein, and/or make 
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inquiries and/or status inquiries regarding employee benefits 
and/or employee benefits claims. 

The employee can also transmit messages to the 
employer via e-mail transmission, facsimile transmission, 
electronic form submission or transmission, and/or by any 
other communication means, in order to allow the employee 
make changes to any of his or her employee benefits. For 
example, the employee may change the amount of payroll 
deductions and/or make other changes to other personnel 
information which corresponds to the employee. The employee 
may also effect any changes and/or modifications to any of 
the data and/or information described herein, on-line via the 
communication device 20. 

The employee or administrator can also access health 
insurance benefits and/or information related thereto from 
the home page, such as by accessing a health insurance 
benefits page, which will provide the employee or the 
administrator with a listing of all of the health insurance 
benefits available to the employee in his or her benefits 
package as well as the health insurance benefits provider (s) 
associated therewith. The various benefits can include 
health maintenance organization (HMO) information, medical 
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insurance information, major medical insurance information, 
dental insurance information, mental health insurance 
information, prescription eye care insurance information, and 
any other available health care benefits and information. 

Each coverage type and/or provider can have a 
separate page associated therewith. The employee may select 
any one of the benefits types and/or the respective providers 
and be linked to a separate page dedicated to the particular 
benefits and/or provider (s) . The page which is dedicated to 
each provider or coverage type will provide a detailed 
explanation of the coverage and/or benefits provided, 
applicable deductibles or co-payments under the plan, 
instruction for obtaining benefits and/or directories and/or 
listings of providers, etc. 

The employee can select a primary care provider, if 
applicable, for each of the various benefits provided. The 
employee can also change primary care provider (s), request 
referral authorizations for specialists. The employee can 
also submit claims on-line and check the status of claims 
which are pending. 
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The employee may also communicate directly with the 
health care benefits provider by submitting communications 
via e-mail transmissions, facsimile transmission, electronic 
form submissions or transmissions, and/or by any other 
communication means. The employee can also purchase upgraded 
benefits and/or change coverages, directly from the benefits 
provider, on-line via the communication device 20, in order 
to receive enhanced and/or upgraded benefits. For example, 
the employee can agree to purchase enhanced benefits, which 
may provide for greater coverage's, additional types of 
coverage's, decreased deductibles or co-payments, increased 
dependents on the policy, etc, simply by ordering same on- 
line via the communication device 20. 

The employee, in any of the embodiments and for any 
benefits described herein, can provide credit card 
information, debit card information, bank account withdrawal 
information, and/or payroll deduction information and/or 
authorization information on-line in order to pay for benefit 
upgrades and/or changes. This feature will allow an employee 
to take advantage of coverage already provided by the 
employer and obtain enhancements and/or upgrades for this 
coverage from the same provider of the basic benefits as well 
as receive said enhancements and/or upgrades at a savings 
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and/or without having to obtain same from a different 
benefits provider. The employer can be notified regarding 
any transactions described herein between the employee and 
the respective health care benefits provider. 

Each of the above or additional benefits and/or 
information related thereto can be linked to the via the 
home page menu. Further, as described herein, links may be 
provided for any data and/or information provided by the 
apparatus 1 which may pertinent to the employee benefits 
plan or program. 

The employee can also access disability insurance 
benefits and information related thereto, from the home page, 
which will provide the employee with a listing of all of the 
disability insurance benefits (i.e. short-term disability, 
long-term disability, etc.) which are available to the 
employee in his or her benefits package, as well as the 
disability insurance benefits provider (s) associated with 
these benefits. The various benefits can include short-term 
disability benefits, long-term disability benefits, as well 
as any other disability benefits which may be available. 
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The employee may select any one of the benefits 
types, and/or the associated disability benefits providers, 
and be linked to a separate page devoted to disability 
insurance benefits and/or to the corresponding provider (s). 
A page can be dedicated to each benefits type and/or to each 
provider. The page can provide a detailed explanation of the 
benefits provided, instructions and/or information for 
obtaining and/or claiming benefits, information regarding 
filing a disability insurance claim, applicable deductibles 
and/or co-payments under the plan, directories and/or 
listings of individuals, doctors and/or other individuals 
and/or entities which have to be notified and/or contacted in 
order to file a disability insurance claim. 

The employee can select a disability care provider, 
if applicable, for each of the various benefits provided. 
The employee can also change provider (s) and/or request 
referral authorizations for specialists. The employee can 
also submit disability insurance claims on-line, via the 
communication device 20, and check the status of pending 
claims . 

The employee may also communicate directly with the 
disability insurance provider by submitting communications 
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via e-mail transmission, facsimile transmission, electronic 
form submission or transmission, and/or by any other 
communication means. The employee can also purchase upgraded 
disability benefits directly from the provider, on-line, via 
the communication device 20, in order to obtain enhanced 
and/or upgraded disability benefits. 

For example, the employee can agree to purchase 
enhanced benefits, which may provide for greater coverage's, 
additional types of coverage ! s, decreased deductibles or co- 
payments, increased dependents on the policy, etc., simply by 
ordering same on line, via the communication device. The 
employee may provide credit card information, debit card 
information, bank account withdrawal information, and/or 
payroll deduction information and/or authorization 
information on-line in order to pay for the changes and/or 
enhancements to his or her disability benefits. 

This feature will allow an employee to take advantage 
of disability insurance benefits and the relationship with 
the respective benefits provider, already provided by the 
employer, in order to obtain enhancements and/or upgrades for 
disability insurance benefits from the same provider. The 
employee may also obtain enhanced benefits at a savings and 
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without having to obtain same from a different benefits 
provider. The employer can be notified regarding any 
transactions described herein between the employee and the 
respective disability benefits provider. 

The employee can also access life insurance benefits 
and/or information related thereto from the home page which 
will provide the employee with a listing of all of the life 
insurance benefits which are available to the employee in his 
or her benefits package as well as the life insurance 
provider (s) associated with these benefits. The various 
benefits can include term life insurance, whole life 
insurance, as well as any combination thereof and/or other 
life insurance benefits which may be available and/or be 
provided. 

The employee may select the life insurance benefits 
and/or life insurance provider (s) and be linked to a separate 
page devoted to the life insurance benefits and/or providers. 
A page which can be dedicated to each benefit and/or provider 
can provide a detailed information and/or an explanation of 
life insurance benefits provided under the benefits plan or 
package, coverages and/or benefits provided, information 
regarding filing a life insurance claim, applicable 


74 


deductibles or co-payments under the plan, directories and/or 
listings of individuals, and/or other entities which have to 
be notified and/or contacted in order to file a life 
insurance claim. 

The employee, an administrator, or an employees 
representative, can also submit life insurance claims and 
check the status of claims which are currently pending, on- 
line via the communication device 20. 

The employee can also communicate directly with the 
life insurance provider by submitting communications via e- 
mail transmission, facsimile transmission, electronic form 
submission or transmission, as well as by any other 
communication means. The employee may also purchase upgraded 
benefits directly from the provider or carrier, on-line via 
the communication device 20, in order to receive enhanced 
and/or upgraded life insurance benefits. 

For example, the employee can agree to purchase 
enhanced benefits, which may provide for greater coverage's, 
additional types of coverage's, decreased deductibles or co- 
payments, increased dependents on the policy, etc, simply by 
ordering same on-line. The employee may provide credit card 
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information, debit card information, bank account withdrawal 
information, and/or payroll deduction information and/or 
authorization information, on-line via the communication 
device 20, in order to make changes and/or upgrades to his or 
her life insurance benefits. 

In this manner, an employee can take advantage of 
life insurance benefits and the relationship with the 
provider, which are already provided by the employer, and 
obtain enhancements and/or upgrades for his or her life 
insurance benefits from the same provider. The employee may 
also obtain benefits enhancements and/or upgrades at a cost 
savings and without having to obtain same from a different 
provider. The employer can be notified regarding any 
transactions described herein between the employee and the 
respective life insurance provider (s) . 

The employee can also access employee credit union 
and/or banking services and/or information related thereto 
from the home page which will provide the employee with a 
listing of all of the accounts which the employee holds as 
well as benefits which are provided by the union and/or 
banking services provider (s) . The employee may access 
account balances, authorize or terminate payroll deductions 
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into his or her account or accounts, order checks, make 
payments, stop payments, apply for loans and/or mortgages, 
purchase certificates of deposits, bonds etc., as well as 
perform any banking and/or savings activity, on-line and via 
the communication device 20. 

The employee can also obtain financial advice, obtain 
information regarding benefits offered by the credit union 
and/or banking services providers, obtain special rate loans 
offered to employees, apply for mortgages, purchase stocks, 
bonds, mutual funds, savings bonds, etc., as well as perform 
other savings and/or financial transactions with the credit 
union and/or banking services provider (s) which are 
associated with their accounts and/or with their employer. 

The employee can also obtain forecasts for his or her 
savings account (s) or programs in order to determine future 
account values and/or financial planning strategies which may 
be needed to reach certain goals. A credit union and/or 
banking services page can also include information about 
company stock purchases made through a company- sponsored 
plan, as well as saving bond purchasing plans along with 
portfolio information concerning the employee 1 s account. 
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The employee can also access pension benefits and/or 
pension benefits information from the home page which will 
provide the employee with information about his or her 
pension benefits, including a description of the pension 
benefits, vested as well as unvested interests, total account 
values and balances, lists and dates of employer 
contributions, lists and dates of employee contributions, if 
applicable, funds availability information, as well as 
information regarding investment vehicles and investment 
options which are available to the employee. 

The employee can allocate pension funds among various 
investment vehicles and/or options. The employee can also 
change employee contributions on-line so as to increase or 
decrease his or her contributions to his or her pension plan. 
The employee can also file claims for pension benefits and 
determine the status of pending claims. 

The employee can also request and obtain financial 
advice for managing their pension benefits accounts, obtain 
information regarding their accounts, and/or obtain 
information on special loan offerings, and investment 
offerings. The employee can also obtain forecasts for his or 
her pension accounts in order to determine future account 
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values and/or to obtain financial planning strategies which 
may be needed to reach certain goals. The pension benefits 
page can also include information about company stock 
purchases which can be made through a company- sponsored plan 
as well as other information regarding pension benefits. 

The employee can also access retirement benefits 
information from the home page which will provide the 
employee with information about his or her employer sponsored 
retirement account (s) . Information can be obtained from a 
retirements benefits page. In the case of self-employed 
individuals, information can be obtained regarding self 
employed retirement programs and/or accounts. Other 
retirement accounts such as those not covered by 4 OIK or SEP 
regulations can also be accessed, if provided. 

The employee can obtain information about their 
retirement accounts, investment options and investment 
vehicles provided, account values and balances, vested and 
unvested values, lists and dates of employer contributions, 
lists and dates of employee contributions, and/or lists and 
dates of profit sharing contributions, if applicable, as well 
as information as to how, when and under what circumstances 


79 


the account monies may be withdrawn and/or borrowed and the 
interest rates which may apply thereto. 

The employee can allocate retirement funds among 
various investment vehicles and options, on-line via the 
communication device 20. The employee can also change any 
employee contributions on-line so as to increase or decrease 
his or her contributions to a retirement account or accounts. 

The employee can also access employee discount 
and/or buying service benefits and/or information related 
thereto from the home page. An employee discount and/or 
buying service benefits page can provide information 
regarding various employee discounts and/or buying services 
which are available to the employee from various 
participating goods and services providers as well as various 
buying services which participate in the employee benefits 
plan or program. 

The employee can be provided with appropriate links 
to the various employee discount and/or buying service 
providers so that the employee or administrator can contact 
the web pages or home pages of, and/or the various goods and 
services providers directly. The employee may also place 
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orders on-line with any of these goods and/or services 
providers as well as register with, or subscribe to, any of 
these goods and/or services providers. The employee can also 
check the status of pending orders which have been made or 
placed via the apparatus. 

The employee can also be provided with links to 
goods and/or services providers so as to enable the employee 
to contact the goods and/or service providers directly. 

The present invention provides an apparatus and a 
method for providing employee benefits and/or employee 
benefits information. The present invention also provides 
for an apparatus and a method for administering employee 
benefits plans and/or programs. The present invention, by 
providing centrally maintained and managed benefits and/or 
benefits information, can also provide for the outsourcing of 
certain employer benefits administration activities. 

Any and all of the benefits and/or benefits 
information described herein can be accessed via the central 
processing computer system in a web site environment with 
thew home page providing access to each page or to pages of 
information which can correspond with each of the employee 
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benefits described herein. Each of the above or additional 
benefits and/or information related thereto can be linked 
to the data and/or information for the individual employee 
and may be accessed via a home page menu. Further, as 
described herein, links may be provided for any data and/or 
information provided by the apparatus 1 to other related 
data and/or information which may be pertinent to and/or 
related to the employee benefits plan or program. 

The present invention can be utilized to allow 
employees to custom tailor their benefits packages so as to 
fit their needs by allowing them to correspond directly with 
their benefits providers. Employees can also change, modify, 
upgrade, or downgrade, their benefits as they desire. This 
ability to allow the employees direct access to their 
providers can result in more personalized relationships 
between individual employees and their benefits providers. 

The present invention will allow employees to 
maintain and continue their relationships with their 
respective benefits providers even after their employment 
relationship, which brought the employee to the provider 
together, may cease to exist. In this manner, the present 
invention provides employees with the opportunity to continue 
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certain or all of their employment benefits in spite of 
changes in employment, changes in employer and/or changes in 
employment status . 

In this manner, the relationships between employees 
and the respective benefits providers will facilitate the 
creation of individual benefits accounts, which can be 
portable, and which can provide employees with greater 
independence in selecting and maintaining employee benefits, 
regardless of their employer and/or employment status. 

In any and/or all of the herein described 
embodiments, the employee or administrator can communicate or 
correspond with the central processing computer system 10 
and/or any of the respective provider computer systems 11-18 
with the communication or correspondence being performed with 
electronic mail transmissions, facsimile transmissions, 
electronic form submission and/or transmission techniques 
and/or any other method or means for transmitting 
correspondence or data and/or information in a network 
environment. The employee can also enter into contractual 
agreements directly with any given provider or providers so 
as to create a new agreement or change, modify, upgrade, 
enhance, or downgrade, any existing benefits agreement. 
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The central processing computer system 10, in the 
preferred embodiment, is located at a central location and is 
utilized in a network system, which in the preferred 
embodiment, is the Internet and/or the World Wide Web. In 
another preferred embodiment, the central processing computer 
system 10, and various communication devices 20, can be 
located in-house at an employer's location and can be 
utilized in an intranet/internet communication system. The 
various provider computer systems 11-18 can be located at any 
appropriate location and can be linked with the central 
processing computer system 10 and various communication 
devices 20 in the communication network. Any configuration 
or combination of configurations may be employed in any 
suitable network or configuration. 

The various benefits pages, in the preferred 
embodiment, can be resident on the central processing 
computer system 10. The database 10H where any and all 
applicable data and/or information is stored, in the 
preferred embodiment, is dynamically linked with each of the 
respective databases located in the providers computer 
systems 11-18. In this manner, benefits data and/or 
information, updated at each of the respective provider 
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computer systems 11-18, will be automatically updated in the 
database 10H. 

The employee or administrator can access any of the 
provider computer systems 11-18, via the central processing 
computer system 10, in order to obtain other or additional 
benefits or provider information. In another preferred 
embodiment, the provider's page, or a portion thereof, can be 
resident on the respective provider computer and may be 
accessed via the home page resident on the central processing 
computer system 10. 

The present invention also provides information 
concerning the various benefits with such information being 
continuously updated. In this manner, the employee or 
administrator can always obtain current benefits information, 
at any time and from any location, thereby dispensing with 
the need for having to search for, and maintain current 
records, or from having to seek same from employee records or 
from the employer's administrators or personnel department. 

In the preferred embodiment, the apparatus may be 
menu-driven for facilitating simple use and operation. In 
any or all of the embodiments described herein, the apparatus 
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can utilize Challenge Handshake Authentication Protocol 
(CHAP) and Transmission Control Protocol /Internet Protocol 
(TCP/IP) . 

Any and all communications between the employee or 
administrator and the various computer systems associated 
with the apparatus 1 can be secured by utilizing Security 
Socket Layer (SSL) technology or Point -to- Point Tunneling 
Protocol (PPTP) technology. Any other network communication 
security technology products, methods, or techniques, can 
also be utilized in conjunction with the apparatus and method 
of the present invention. 

In another preferred embodiment, the present 
invention can be utilized so as to pool employees from 
different or smaller employers and/or employers which may 
have limited and/or disadvantageous bargaining positions in 
order for these employers to obtain benefits for their 
employees at more attractive rates. 

The present invention allows benefits providers to 
communicate new programs, new benefits, and/or special 
programs and/or benefits discount offerings, to the employees 
who are serviced by the present invention. In this manner, 
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benefits providers can offer or sell their respective 
services, policies and/or goods to the employees and/or to 
administrators . 

The present invention, in a preferred embodiment, can 
provide notification of an employee's action to upgrade or 
change any of the benefits described herein so as to keep the 
employer informed about the status of benefits for each of 
its employees. Each of the benefits providers which are 
serviced by the apparatus of the present invention can also 
be provided with lists of employees covered under the various 
plans serviced by the apparatus along with the benefits 
provided to those employees. 

The present invention can also provide benefits 
providers with information regarding employees who have 
recently upgraded benefits and/or which have taken advantage 
of benefits offers, employee discounts and/or buying services 
thereby providing the respective benefits providers with 
information and/or employees with whom the provider may 
communicate futures offerings. 

The apparatus and method of the present invention can 
also provide an employee with the ability to select a 
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different benefits provider from whom the employee can obtain 
benefits. In this manner, the employee may utilize monies 
provided by his or her employer, for a particular benefit or 
benefits, in order to obtain benefits from another benefits 
provider. The present invention, by providing an apparatus 
which can act as a centralized benefits managing system for 
interacting with numerous benefits providers, can provide a 
means by which to bring any employee serviced by the 
apparatus with any benefits provider also serviced thereby. 
In this manner, an employee can select a different benefits 
provider for a respective benefits coverage. 

The present invention can be utilized in order for an 
employee to utilize monies and/or credits, which are provided 
by their respective employer for benefits under the 
employment relationship, in order to select and obtain a 
benefits plan or program which is tailored to the employee f s 
needs and/or desires. In this regard, the present invention 
can be utilized in order to provide employee benefit plans or 
programs which can be independent of the employer provided 
benefits plan or program. 

By allowing an employee to obtain a benefits plan or 
program, which is independent of the employer, the present 
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invention can be utilized in order to provide individual 
benefits accounts which can be portable so that the 
individual employee may take his or her benefits plan or 
program from job to job and/or retain his benefits through 
periods of unemployment, in retirement and/or in periods 
between jobs. 

The individual benefits account can be created when 
an employee receives benefits from a current employer. Once 
the employees benefits have been entered into the central 
processing computer system 10 and the relationships between 
the employee and the various benefits providers have been 
established, the present invention will allow the employee to 
maintain the relationship with each benefits provider. In 
this regard, if an employee should decide to leave the employ 
of an employer, he or she may elect to retain benefits with 
any of his or her benefits providers. 

The election to maintain a relationship with a 
benefits provider typically will require that the employee 
pay the benefits provider (s) for these benefits. The 
employee may then decide to make payment to the benefits 
provider (s) by either utilizing funds provided specifically 
for this purpose by a new employer and/or with individual 
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funds. In this regard, the new employer, may simply provide 
the employee with funds for the employee's own benefits as 
part of the employee's compensation package. In some 
instances, the employee may have benefit funds remaining 
which he or she may elect to take as additional compensation 
or the employee may have to utilize individual funds in order 
to make up for any shortage in employer provided benefits 
funds . 

In this manner, the present invention can be utilized 
to provide employee benefits independently of an employment 
relationship and to provide individual benefits and/or 
benefits accounts which can be portable from one employment 
relationship to another and which can be maintained by the 
employee during periods of unemployment, non- employment , 
retirement, or in between jobs. The individual benefits 
accounts provides an employee with benefits continuity and 
stability, for the employee and any dependents, and can 
relieve an employer of the expenses and inconvenience of 
having to set up and maintain benefits accounts for 
employees . 

As noted above, the employee can pay for and/or 
purchase the benefits in his or her individual benefits 
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account in whole or in part with funds, monies and/or credits 
provided by his or her employer during times of employment 
and/or with personal funds or monies during periods of 
unemployment or retirement. The employee, as in any of the 
herein-described embodiments, can change, modify, upgrade, or 
downgrade, any of his or her benefits and interact with any 
of the benefits providers in the manners described herein. 


The present invention can also provide informational 
0 services, related to employee benefits, to the employee or 
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^ administrator in various areas, including law, medicine, 

J bS dentistry, accounting, and tax planning, etc. 

O The present invention also provides an apparatus and 
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Q method for facilitating communication between various 
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y3 benefits providers. The present invention can also be 
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utilized to allow various providers, such as doctors, 
physicians and other healthcare providers to confer and share 
information about an employee. In instances when an employee 
may need an authorized referral for a physician or other 
healthcare provider, the authorized referral may be provided 
from the referring provider to the referred to provider via 
the communication system and apparatus of the present 
invention. In this manner, referrals can be documented by 
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the apparatus of the present invention for insurance 
purposes . 

In another embodiment of the present invention, the 
central processing computer system 10 can be associated with, 
and/or be utilized by, a benefits providing institution 
and/or a benefits management institution in order to provide 
the services described herein. The central processing 
computer system 10 can also be utilized by brokers and/or 
dealers of the various employee benefits, insurance plans or 
programs, pension plans or programs, retirement plans or 
programs, employee discount and/or buying services plans or 
programs, etc. which are described herein. 

In another preferred embodiment of the present 
invention, as well as in any and/or all of the embodiments 
described herein, the present invention can be utilized in 
conjunction with intelligent agents, software agents and/or 
mobile agents. Applicant hereby incorporates by reference 
herein the subject matter of the Aaent Sourcebook, A Complete 
Guide to Desktop, Internet and Intranet Agents , by Alper 
Caglayan and Colin Harrison, Wiley Computer Publishing, 1997 
Applicant also incorporates by reference herein the subject 
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matter of Cool Intelligent Agents For The Net , by Leslie L. 
Lesnick with Ralph E. Moore, IDG Books Worldwide, Inc. 1997. 

Intelligent agents can be utilized in any of the 
embodiments described herein in order to obtain information 
for an employee, an administrator or any of the various 
providers described herein. 

information on benefits and/or benefits information 
availability, status of benefits, status ofj2£**£fits claims, 
and information about benefits pr^^^tferS/ etc. An 
intelligent agent (s) can^o be empowered to act for the 
employee or administrator so as to request benefits and/or 
benefits information, request services, purchase or order 
bene%&€s and/or goods and/or services provided via the 
L&tt or program. ^ 

An intelligent agent (s) can be programmed to perform 
any action and/or activity described herein for, or on behalf 
of, the employee, the administrator, or any of the various 
benefits providers. An intelligent agent can also be 
programmed to report the results of its findings and/or its 
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actions taken to the respective employee, administrator, or 
benefits provider. 

The employee, or administrator, can utilize an 
intelligent agent (s) in order to find, locate and/or obtain 
employee benefits and/or employee benefits information by 
requesting and/or instructing an intelligent agent (s) to do 
so. The employee may also request or instruct an intelligent 
agent (s) to find, locate and/or obtain information regarding 
his or her employment status and benefits which are provided 
to the employee . 

The employee may request and/or instruct an 
intelligent agent (s) to find, locate and/or obtain, 
information, instructions and/or explanations regarding 
benefits, instructions for obtaining and claiming benefits. 
An intelligent agent (s) may also be deployed by the employee 
or administrator in order to make benefit elections or 
changes to benefits, to change investments in savings, 
pension and retirement accounts, to apply for additional 
benefits, and to file claims for health insurance, 
disability, or life insurance benefits. 
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The employee or administrator, can also utilize an 
intelligent agent (s) with instructions and/or authorizations 
to make purchases and/or place orders in connection with any 
of the employee discount programs and/or buying services 
provided as part of the employee benefits plan or program. 
The employee or administrator may utilize and/or deploy an 
intelligent agent (s) in order to obtain, to access, and/or to 
take advantage of, any and all employee benefits and/or 
employee benefits information which are made available under 
the employee benefits plan or program. 

The employee or administrator may utilize and/or 
deploy an intelligent agent (s) at any time and from any 
location. 

In the preferred embodiment, the employee benefits 
data and/or information can be accessed by an intelligent 
agent (s) by accessing the central processing computer 
system 10, which services the particular employee benefits 
plan or program, via the communication device 20. 

The employee, or administrator, can utilize an 
intelligent agent (s) in order to obtain personnel 
information which can include the employee's name, address, 
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social security number, date of birth, date of hire, payroll 
information, salary information, payroll withholdings and 
deductions information, tax exemption status, company stock 
account, stock options account, and/or equity interest 
account, if any, which the employee may hold in the company. 

An intelligent agent (s) can also be utilized in order 
to obtain payroll, withholding and deduction information 
which can include the number of dependents, federal 
withholding taxes, state withholding taxes, local withholding 
taxes, social security taxes, disability taxes, disability 
withholding taxes, retirement deductions, pension deductions, 
IRA deductions, 401K deductions, SEP deductions, savings 
deductions, savings bond deductions, stock purchase plan 
deductions, employer held savings accounts, credit union 
deductions, etc. 

An intelligent agent (s) can also be utilized in order 
to obtain information regarding tuition reimbursement 
programs, educational assistance programs, child care or day 
care programs as well as information regarding in-house 
training courses, training and educational courses set up 
outside the company, as well as schedules, course 
descriptions and registration information. 
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The employee can register for classes, by utilizing 
an intelligent agent (s), for any of the above courses and/or 
programs on-line and may do so via e-mail or via subscription 
forms which can be filed electronically via the communication 
device 20. 

The employee can also utilize an intelligent 
agent (s) in order to request tuition reimbursement and in 
order to expenses account information. 

An intelligent agent (s) can also be utilized in order 
to obtain information regarding company announcements, 
company calendars and/or schedules, personnel directories, 
and/or in-house job postings, etc. The employee or 
administrator can utilize an intelligent agent (s) in order to 
communicate with other employers, and/or to apply for in- 
house job openings. 

The employee or administrator can also utilize an 
intelligent agent (s) in order to obtain information regarding 
life insurance benefits, disability insurance benefits, 
pension benefits, credit union and/or banking services 
benefits, retirement benefits and information regarding 
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employee discounts and/or buying services. An intelligent 
agent (s) can be utilized in order to obtain 
information explaining the employee's pension benefits 
including vested and/or non-vested interests. 

In any of the herein-described embodiments, an 
intelligent agent (s) can be deployed from the communication 
device 20. 

The employee or administration can also utilize 
and/or deploy an intelligent agent (s) in order to obtain any 
employee benefits and/or employee benefits information, 
submit changes to benefits, submit benefits claims, register 
and/or subscribe to any of the employee benefits described 
herein, and/or make inquiries and/or status inquiries 
regarding employee benefits and/or employee benefits claims. 

The employee can also utilize an intelligent agent (s) 
in order to transmit messages to the employer via e-mail 
transmission, facsimile transmission, electronic form 
submission or transmission, and/or by any other communication 
means, in order to allow the employee make changes to any of 
his or her employee benefits. 
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The employee can also utilize an intelligent agent (s) 
in order to effect any changes and/or modifications to any of 
the data and/or information described herein, on-line via the 
communication device 20. 

The employee or administrator can utilize an 
intelligent agent (s) which can be dedicated to each provider 
or coverage type and which can obtain detailed explanations 
of the coverage and/or benefits provided, applicable 
deductibles or co-payments under the plan, instructions for 
obtaining benefits and/or directories and/or listings of 
providers, etc. 

The employee can also utilize an intelligent agent (s) 
in order to select a primary care provider, if applicable, 
for each of the various benefits provided. The employee can 
also utilize an intelligent agent (s) in order to change 
primary care provider (s) and to request referral 
authorizations for specialists. The employee can also 
utilize intelligent agent (s) in order to submit claims on- 
line and check the status of claims which are pending. 

The employee may also utilize an intelligent agent (s) 
in order to communicate directly with the health care 
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benefits provider (s) . The employee can also utilize an 
intelligent agent (s) in order to purchase upgraded benefits 
and/or change coverages, directly from the benefits provider, 
on-line via the communication device 20, in order to receive 
enhanced and/or upgraded benefits. 

The employee or administrator can utilize an 
intelligent agent (s) in order to obtain detailed explanations 
of the benefits provided, instructions and/or information for 
obtaining and/or claiming benefits, information regarding 
filing a disability insurance claim, applicable deductibles 
and/or co-payments under the plan, directories and/or 
listings of individuals, doctors and/or other individuals 
and/or entities which have to be notified and/or contacted in 
order to file a disability insurance claim. 

The employee, an administrator, or an employee's 
representative, can also utilize an intelligent agent (s) in 
order to submit life insurance claims and to check the status 
of claims which are currently pending, on-line via the 
communication device 20. 

The employee can also utilize an intelligent agent (s) 
to communicate directly with the life insurance provider. 
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The employee can also utilize an intelligent agent (s) in 
order to purchase upgraded benefits directly from the 
provider or carrier, on-line via the communication device 20, 
in order to receive enhanced and/or upgraded life insurance 
benefits . 

The employee can utilize an intelligent agent (s) in 
order to access account balances, to authorize or terminate 
payroll deductions into his or her account or accounts, to 
order checks, to make payments, to stop payments, to apply 
for loans and/or mortgages, to purchase certificates of 
deposits, bonds etc., as well as to perform any banking 
and/or savings activity, on-line and via the communication 
device 20. 

The employee can also utilize an intelligent agent (s) 
in order to obtain financial advice, to obtain information 
regarding benefits offered by the credit union and/or banking 
services providers, to obtain special rate loans offered to 
employees, to apply for mortgages, to purchase stocks, bonds, 
mutual funds, savings bonds, etc., as well as to perform 
other savings and/or financial transactions with the credit 
union and/or banking services provider (s) . 


101 


In any of the herein-described embodiments, the 
intelligent agent (s) can be utilized in the following manner. 
The employee, administrator, benefits provider, and/or 
central processing computer system operator, can request 
and/or instruct the intelligent agent (s) to perform a task 
and/or obtain information. The intelligent agent (s) will 
them be deployed to perform its task. Once the intelligent 
agent (s) has completed the task, the intelligent agent (s) 
will report the fact that the task has been completed, as 
well as the result (s) and/or outcome (s) of the task, along 
with any information related thereto, to the respective 
employee, administrator, benefits provider, and/or central 
processing computer system operator, on whose behalf the 
intelligent agent (s) acted. 

The present invention can be utilized in order to 
provide employee benefits and/or employee benefits 
information for any number of, or for a plurality of, 
employers and employees. 

In any of the embodiments described herein, any and 
all benefits requests forms, benefits information request 
forms, claims submission and/or request forms, claims status 
forms, and/or any other forms which may be needed in order to 
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obtain employee benefits and/or employee benefits 
information, can be obtained from the central processing 
computer system 10 and/or from any of the respective provider 
computer systems 11-18. Any of the above forms can also be 
submitted via the communication device 20 over the 
communication network . 

As noted above, the apparatus and method of the 
present invention, in any and/or all of the embodiments 
described herein, can be utilized so as to manage, 
administer, process information regarding, and/or provide 
any type of employee benefits, employee benefits services, 
employee benefits information, and/or human resource 
functions. As further noted above, Applicant hereby 
incorporates by reference herein the subject matter of The 
Handbook of Employee Benefits , Fourth Edition, Jerry S. 
Rosenbloom, McGraw-Hill, 1996 which describes a wide range 
of employee benefits and/or human resource functions which 
can also be managed, administered and/or processed, by the 
apparatus and method of the present invention. 

In any and/or all of the embodiments described 
herein, the central processing computer 10, and/or any 
other computer or computer system linked thereto and/or 


103 


associated therewith, can be utilized as an outsourcing 
entity and/or as any other type of agent and/or 
representative, so as process the payrolls, benefits 
payments, deferred income savings plans such as 4 OIK plans 
or programs and/or other deferred income savings plans or 
programs, pension plans, etc., for any of the employers, 
employees, and/or other entities which utilize the present 
invention. 

The central processing computer 10, and/or any other 
computer or computer system linked thereto and/or 
associated therewith, can also be utilized as an 
outsourcing entity and/or as any other type of agent and/or 
representative, so as to provide outsource processing of 
any human resource function and/or any other function which 
can or may be performed by a human resource department . 

In any and/or all of the embodiments described' 
herein, the central processing computer 10, and/or any 
other computer and/or computer system linked thereto or 
associated therewith, can also administer and/or manage 
financial accounts for any of the employers, employees, 
benefits providers, and/or any another party described 
herein. In this manner, the central processing computer 10 


104 


or other computer, can also manage and/or administer 
financial, bank, savings and/or checking accounts, for 
and/or on behalf of, make payments for and/or on behalf of, 
and/or receive payments for and/or on behalf of, any of the 
employers, employees, benefits providers, and/or any other 
party described herein. In this manner, the central 
processing computer 10, and/or any computer associated 
therewith, can also be utilized to make payments to 
benefits providers and/or to employees, to make benefits 
claims payments to employers and/or employees, to receive 
benefits claim payments for and/or on behalf of employees 
and/or employers, and/or to make or receive payments of any 
kind which may arise in an employer/employee , 
employer/benefit provider, and/or employee/benefit 
provider, environment and/or scenario. 

In any and/or all of the embodiments described 
herein, the central processing computer 10, and/or any 
computer or computer system linked thereto and/or 
associated therewith, can also serve as a clearinghouse 
where any and/or all of the benefits providers described 
herein can post and/or advertise benefits, benefits 
packages, benefits pricing, and/or any information related 
thereto and/or associated therewith, which they offer. The 
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postings, offerings and/or information, can be made 
available to any of the employers and/or employees 
described herein. Any of the benefits which are posted 
and/or offered via the central processing computer 10 
and/or via the apparatus 1 of the present invention, can be 
purchased via the central processing computer 10, and/or 
associated computer or computer system, and/or via the 
apparatus 1 of the present invention. In this manner, any 
of the benefits described herein may be purchased from the 
respective benefits provider via the central processing 
computer 10, via any computer and/or computer system linked 
to and/or associated therewith, and/or via the apparatus 1 
of the present invention. 

In any and/or all of the embodiments described 
herein, the central processing computer 10, and/or any 
computer or computer system linked thereto and/or 
associated therewith, can be utilized to post requests for 
benefits, benefits needs, benefits requirements, and/or 
requests for benefits information, for any of the employers 
and/or employees or individuals described herein. In this 
manner, a benefits provider or benefits providers can 
review these posted requests, needs and/or requirements, 
and offer benefits and/or benefits packages directly to 
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these employers, employees and/or individuals. In this 
manner, the present invention can be utilized by benefits 
providers to identify prospective customers and/or clients 
and to sell and/or offer to sell benefits and/or benefits 
packages directly to these employers, employees and/or 
individuals . 

In any and/or all of the embodiments described 
herein, the central processing computer 10, and/or any 
computer and/or computer system linked thereto and/or 
associated therewith, can be programmed to match the 
benefits needs of the employers, employees, and/or 
individuals described herein with the benefits postings 
and/or benefits packages postings of any of the benefits 
providers described herein. 

In any and/or all of the embodiments described 
herein, the database 10H, and/or any other database of any 
computer and/or computer system linked with the central 
processing computer 10 and/or associated therewith, can 
include the benefits, benefits packages, benefits pricing, 
and/or advertisements, which are posted and/or advertised 
by the benefits providers, as well as any of the benefits 
requirements and/or needs of any of the employers, 
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employees and/or individuals described herein. The 
apparatus 1 of the present invention can also serve as, or 
provide, a clearinghouse or hub for selling and/or buying 
any and/or all of the employee benefits described herein as 
well an any good or service which can be offered in 
commerce by and/or between any of the benefits providers, 
employers, employees and/or individuals described herein. 

In any and/or all of the embodiments described 
herein, the central processing computer 10 can provide 
notification, electronically, conventionally and/or 
otherwise, to any of the benefits providers, employers, 
employees and/or individuals, described herein, informing 
the respective party of changes to benefits, changes to, 
and/or activities regarding, benefits accounts, the 
offering of benefits which may be of interest to an 
employer, employee and/or individual, the posting of an 
offer to sell, and/or an advertisement for, benefits and/or 
benefits packages, the posting of benefits information, the 
posting of a need, request, or requirement, to buy and/or 
to obtain benefits, benefits packages, and/or benefits 
information, by, or which may be of interest to, any of the 
respective parties, individuals, employers, employees 
and/or benefits providers described herein. 
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The central processing computer 10 can also be 
utilized to provide notification of the making of a payment 
and/or the receipt of payment for and/or on behalf of any 
of the respective parties, individuals, employers, 
employees and/or benefits providers, described herein, the 
matching, or potential matching, of a benefit need with a 
benefit offering, the payment and/or receipt of 
contributions to a deferred income savings plan account, 
any other deferred income savings plan account, and/or a 
pension account or fund, the payment of benefit claims, 
and/or any other information, occurrence and/or event, 
which is, or which may be, of interest to any of the 
reS p ec tive parties, individuals, employers, employees 
and/or benefits providers described herein. 

The central processing computer 10 can also provide 
notification of, and/or provide account security regarding, 
any transaction which can occur on, for, and/or regarding, 
any of the financial accounts, belonging to, and/or managed 
and/or administered for, any of the respective parties, 
individuals, employers, employees and/or benefits providers 
described herein. Applicant hereby incorporates by 
reference herein the subject matter of U.S. Patent No. 
5,878,337 which teaches a transaction security apparatus 
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and method. Applicant also hereby incorporates by 
reference herein the subject matter of U.S. Patent No. 
5,903,830 which teaches a transaction security apparatus 
and method. 

In any and/or all of the embodiments described 
herein, the apparatus and method of the present invention 
can provide links to any goods and/or service providers who 
or which may be of interest to any of the respective 
parties, individuals, employers, employees and/or benefits 
providers described herein. In this manner, the present 
invention can provide links to attorneys, accountants, 
management consultants, security firms, recruiters, 
employment agencies, insurance providers, financial 
institutions, and/or the providers of any goods and/or 
services which may be the subject of commerce and/or which 
may be of interest to and/or needed by any of the 
respective parties, individuals, employers, employees 
and/or benefits providers described herein. In this 
manner, the central processing computer 10 and/or the 
apparatus 1 can serve as a clearinghouse and/or as a hub 
for providing business to business commerce and/or 
transactions . 


110 


In any and/or all of the embodiments described 
herein, any of the respective databases of any of the 
respective computers, the central processing computer (s) 
10, the respective benefits provider computers 12, 13, 14, 
15, 16, 17, 18, the employer computer (s) 11, and/or the 
communication device (s) 20, described herein, can and/or 
will contain any and/or all of the data and/or information 
needed and/or desired for offering any of the functions 
and/or services described herein as being provided and/or 
as being performed by the apparatus and method of the 
present invention. 

In any and/or all of the embodiments described 
herein, any notification by, and/or any communication 
between, any of the parties described herein, which can be 
provided and/or which can be facilitated by the apparatus 1 
of the present invention, and/or by any of the central 
processing computer (s) 10, the employer computer (s) 11, the 
communication device (s) 20, and/or any of the various 
provider computers 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, can be 
effected by electronic mail (e-mail) transmission (s) , 
electronic transmission (s) , facsimile transmission (s) , 
telephone call(s), telephone message (s), voice message (s), 
pager message (s) , beeper message (s) , letter (s), physical 
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mail, and/or via any other electronic and/or conventional 
communication method or technique. 

Any e-mail messages and/or electronic transmissions 
can contain links and/or hyperlinks to the sending party 
and/or to a third party. For example, an e-mail message 
notifying an employer and/or an employee or individual that a 
certain benefit is available may contain a link or hyperlink 
to the central processing computer 10 and/or to the 
respective benefit provider and benefit provider computer. 

In any and/or all of the embodiments described 
herein, the apparatus and method of the present invention can 
be utilized in conjunction with electronic power of attorney 
forms and/or any other electronic authorization, electronic 
signature, and/or digital signature, technologies, methods, 
and/or techniques, in order to facilitate the filing of 
authenticated forms and/or documents, including but not 
limited to, electronic medical, dental, or health, claim 
forms, electronic insurance claim forms, electronic financial 
transaction forms and/or financial claim forms, forms for 
effecting commerce for any good or service such as order 
forms, forms for offering and/or for requesting benefits 
and/or services, and/or for effecting any communication 
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and/or transmission which would normally require an 
authentication, a signature, and/or any other authenticating 
information. 

In any and/or all of the embodiments described 
herein, the central processing computer (s) 10, as well as any 
and/or all of the employer computers 11, the provider 
computers 12-18, and/or the communication devices 20, can be 
programmed to perform any of the respective operations, 
processing, and/or functions, described herein, as well as 
can be programmed for self -activation, self -operation, 
automatic activation, and/or automatic operation. 

While the present invention has been described and 
illustrated in various preferred and alternate embodiments, 
such descriptions are merely illustrative of the present 
invention and are not to be construed to be limitations 
thereof. In this regard, the present invention encompasses 
all modifications, variations and/or alternate embodiments, 
with the scope of the present invention being limited only by 
the claims which follow. 
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